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Implementation Highlights

• Agency leadership had difficulties recruiting appropriate mentors to work with foster youths.
• Communication problems and unmet expectations caused disruptions of
matches between mentors and pregnant or parenting foster youths.
• Data findings suggest that foster youths felt engaged with mentors and were
satisfied with having a relationship that was focused on them.
• Mentors received training in the 3-5-7 Model™ to help them build better connections with their youths.

O

Introduction

n average, the effects of youth mentoring programs have shown positive outcomes for at-risk youths. Positive
outcomes include decreased symptoms of depression or anxiety (DeWit, DuBois, Erdem, Larose, & Lipman,
2016), the potential to increase relational permanency (Avery, 2011), increased short-term educational outcomes
(Herrera, Grossman, Kauh, & McMaken, 2011), and even long-term economic benefits (Timpe & Lunkenheimer,
2015). Evaluations of mentoring programs suggest favorable outcomes for vulnerable youths, but few studies have focused
on the potential benefits it could bring to foster youths (Osterling & Hines, 2006; Spencer, Collins, Ward & Smashnaya,
2010). Even more limited is implementation research of mentoring programs that support foster youths who are pregnant
and/or parenting. This report examines the implementation challenges of a federal demonstration project in pairing mentors
with current and former foster youths. In addition, we present results of a satisfaction survey administered to matched foster
youths. Survey results revealed that foster youths felt satisfied with their assigned mentors, and they showed high levels of
connectedness and engagement in their relationships.
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Background

In general, child welfare agencies have predominantly
promoted services that aim to help foster youths transition
out of care by means of increasing educational attainment,
employment attainment, and stable housing. Still, an
equally important factor—and often overlooked in child
welfare practice—is to help foster youths establish and/
or nurture relationships with people who will support
them and help them through the obstacles they may
face during their transition into adulthood. During
the course of their lives, foster youths experience many
relational disruptions caused by placement removals
and/or changes in placement, which prevent them
from forging meaningful and stable relationships with
other adults and peers. In some cases, relational needs
are often aggravated by emotional manifestations of
unresolved feelings of grief and loss (Henry, 2005).
In 2010, the program leadership at Big Brothers Big
Sisters of Southern Nevada (BBBSN) joined a multiagency collaborative steered by the Clark County
Department of Family Services. Framed by the 3-5-7
Model™, an emerging practice that helps youths clarify
and integrate unresolved feelings of grief and loss, this
collaboration of private and nonprofit agencies created the
DREAMR Project (Determined Responsible Empowered
Adolescents Mentoring Relationships). The DREAMR
project was also an experimental study with two group
conditions (i.e., treatment group—participants received
project services— and control group— participants
received treatment as usual). This federally funded project
forged a line of services that were delivered throughout
a year to current and former foster youths. One of these
services was a mentoring program intended to increase
relational competency (i.e., the ability to create and
sustain positive relationships with others) among foster
youths. BBBSN found that many of the youths it served
were likely to be involved in the child welfare system. As
a result, the agency leadership saw the DREAMR project
as an opportunity to expand and improve ties with the
child welfare agency in order to better serve these youths.
BBBSN agreed to serve project participants age 12 to
21 years old by matching them with volunteer mentors.
At first, the agency had planned to recruit peer mentors
(i.e., former foster youths) but later discovered that
it was not practical to recruit an adequate supply of
peers within the time frame of the demonstration.
The DREAMR project also aimed to support pregnant
or parenting foster youths. The project’s steering
committee realized that these youths experience high
relational needs and often lack the support of an adult
who can help them cope with the stress associated with
parenting. As a consequence, the mentoring program
was extended to this subpopulation. During the first

implementation year of the program, mentors were
assigned to youths who were pregnant and/or parenting.
Volunteer mentors were screened following guidelines
established by BBBSN. Such guidelines included
willingness to make an 18-month commitment to the
program; minimum age requirement of 25 years; stable
living and employment situations; agreement to attend
orientation and training; willingness to participate
in regular match support contact from BBBSN staff;
ability to pass a multi-level background check; and
satisfactory responses from a minimum of three references.
Additionally, agency staff and mentors were introduced
to the theoretical concepts of the 3-5-7 Model™ and a
sex education class (i.e., Be Proud! Be Responsible!).

Implementation

Each match adhered to the agency’s match guidelines. A
professionally trained Enrollment and Matching Specialist
(EMS) reviewed all participant enrollment information
and assessments and made recommendations for matching
based on this information. In selecting matches, the
agency considered volunteer, parent/guardian, and child
preferences and similarity of interests. The EMS worked to
align volunteer and family interests and preferences with
service options available at the agency. The EMS used
professional discretion to match participant preferences
with determined volunteer abilities and child/family
characteristics. The goal of the matching process was
to make the best fit possible between the needs of the
child and the volunteer’s experiences and strengths. The
EMS consulted with other service delivery staff and/or
supervisors as appropriate to make matching decisions.
The agency sought to create and support various aspects
of quality matches, which included the following:
Match Dynamics: One-to-one relationships between
a volunteer and a child were to focus on positive
and individual youth development outcomes.
Duration: Long-term matches offer consistency
to children. At a minimum, at the beginning
of a match the mentor, mentee, and agency
need to understand that the match is expected
to continue for at least 18 months.
Frequency: Frequent meetings offer relationshipbuilding conversations and activities. At a minimum,
for a match to remain open, youth-mentor
matches are required to meet for a minimum
of 4 hours per month. It is the experience
of the agency that longer-term matches may
meet less often once a quality relationship is
established, but it is expected that mentors and
their youths meet at least every 4 to 6 weeks.
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Ongoing training and briefing sessions were conducted
with mentors and the EMS with the purpose of
troubleshooting difficulties with youth engagement.
BBBSN provided mentoring services between October
2013 and September 2016. The agency matched 30
youths from the treatment group. Of those youths, 43%
were males and 57% were females. The majority of youths
(57%) identified themselves as White/Caucasian, followed
by African American (30%). On average, youths remained
matched with their mentors for 8 months, with the
shortest match duration of 2 months and the longest 11
months. For the purposes of this report, the average match
length was calculated based on the year-long involvement
of each youth. Many matches continued after the
12-month mark but were not tracked by the research team.
Regarding the mentors’ profile, 31% reported being under
the age of 30. Sixty-two percent of mentors reported
being single, and 54% identified as White/Caucasian.

Challenges

Mentor recruitment. In general, recruiting mentors
was a major challenge, especially when operating in
a city with one of the lowest volunteerism rates in
the country. Also, mentors who were involved in the
project required more training and more support than
our community-based programs; this translated into a
greater time commitment from volunteers, which further
reduced our pool of volunteers. As described above, the
original intent of the mentoring program was to pair
foster youths who were involved with the child welfare
system with adults. This proved to be difficult to enact
because of a lack of eligible volunteers and their lack of
interest in being a part of trauma-informed trainings.
Moreover, the shortage of volunteers resulted in matching
delays, which had a negative effect on data collection.
Discontinuation of matches. During the first
implementation year of the program, many mentor-youth
matches were discontinued before the 12-month mark.
Many mentors reported that working with older youths
was difficult because many of them had other commitments
(e.g., work or school), which prevented them from meeting
with their mentors on a regular basis. Mentors who were
initially paired with a pregnant or parenting foster youth
had even more challenges. Some mentors working with

this subpopulation observed that their youths had poor
parenting skills and expressed concerns with the safety
of their youth’s children. On the other hand, some
parenting or pregnant youths were unsatisfied with their
mentors because many of them expected a more involved
relationship that would help them navigate through their
own challenges and needs as teen parents. Mentors were
neither prepared nor equipped to meet this expectation.
After several failed matches, BBBSN decided to stop pairing
mentors with youths that were 18 years or older and/
or pregnant/parenting youths. Subsequently, the project
leadership reinforced the Nurturing Parenting Program—
another supplemental service of the project—which
features a parenting support worker who helps teen parents
improve parenting and coping skills and would now serve
the mentoring function (Closson & Tonogan, 2017).
Information sharing. Despite having information release
forms in place for all youths, after the first implementation
year, internal leadership changes in the child welfare
agency restrained information exchange with partner
agencies. Information needed to provide adequate
pairings such as diagnosed mental health disorders and/
or medical conditions was essential in ensuring the safety
of potential mentors and their youths and overall match
success. The project team had planned to use a software
platform to exchange case notes among the various project
agencies. Unfortunately, service providers realized that
this platform did not meet the project’s needs and its use
was discontinued (Tudor, Gomez, & Denby, 2017)

Outcomes

Having support from mentors allowed youth participants to
sustain the skills they were developing relevant to the 3-5-7
Model™. The mentor-youth relationship was measured
during the year-long project involvement in order to
determine the quality of the relationship. The tool that was
used to measure the youths’ appraisal of the mentoring
relationship is titled Youth Survey (Public Private Ventures,
2002). This tool has been used in national evaluations for
Big Brothers Big Sisters programs. It helped to establish
benchmarks so that changes in the quality of the mentoryouth relationship could be measured over time. The tool
was administered at two different time periods, after 6 and
12 months of project involvement.

Table 1. YOUTH-MENTOR SURVEY RESULTS
Score Range
6 months (n = 24)
12 months (n = 22)
Centricity

1–4

3.78

3.82

Engagement

1–4

3.78

3.82

Dissatisfaction*

1–4

1.28

1.23

* For the category of Dissatisfaction, lower scores indicate that the youth is less dissatisfied with their mentors. Scores for
the category of Dissatisfaction range from 1.0–1.49 (highly satisfied), 1.5–2.49 (neutral), to 2.5–4.0 (highly dissatisfied).
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The Youth Survey measures three qualities:
Youth centricity, Emotional engagement,
and Youth dissatisfaction.
Youth centricity. Previous evaluations show that
youths who feel their mentor takes their preferences
and interests into account are more likely to show
improvement in their behavior and attitudes than youths
who feel their mentor is less interested in them.
Emotional engagement. This category measures the
degree to which the youth enjoys the relationship that
he or she has with the mentor and the extent to which
the youth is emotionally engaged with the mentor.
Youth dissatisfaction. Youths who feel more dissatisfied
with their mentors are less likely to show improvement
in their behaviors and attitudes. The youth is positioned
to answer a series of statements using a Likert-scale
ranging from 1 (not true at all) to 4 (very true).

Results

A sample of 24 youths completed the survey at the
6-month mark, and 22 youths responded at 12
months. Table 1 shows the results at 6- and 12-month
measurement periods. The degree to which youths felt
that the mentoring relationship was youth-centered
slightly increased from the 6- to 12-month marks (M =
3.78; 3.82). Regarding emotional engagement (e.g., Do
I feel happy… when I am with my mentor?); findings
suggest a higher level of engagement from 6 to 12
months (M = 3.78; 3.82). It is important to note that
the survey prompts the youth respondent to measure his
or her emotional engagement with the mentor and not
the extent to which the youth feels that the mentor is
emotionally engaged with him or her. Finally, the average
score for youth’s dissatisfaction at 6 months was 1.28
(below the middle of the scale), which suggests low levels
of dissatisfaction. As a comparison, the average score at 12
months was 1.23. It appears that youths are more satisfied
with the mentoring relationship as time progresses.

of engagement and connectedness. These promising
findings can inform and better prepare mentoring
programs that decide to work with this population. We
consider that the success of several matches is attributed
to the training and preparation that mentors received
prior to their initial contact with youths. Training on the
3-5-7 Model™ along with presentations of former foster
youths (also technical advisors to the project) alerted
mentors of the various emotional and familial obstacles
that foster youths go through. This preparation increased
the mentors’ level of realistic expectations and helped
them understand the relational needs of their youths
and the value of mentoring relationships in their lives.

Practice and Program Implications

Although the use of youth mentoring programs in child
welfare practice has been explored for many years, findings
from this study can restart and perhaps reshape the way we
think about implementation, especially when it comes to
training that can better prepare mentors who are working
with foster youths. Agencies should seriously consider
the use of relational models such as the 3-5-7 Model™
with the purpose of contextualizing youth’s “antisocial”
behaviors as a simple reflection of unresolved feelings and
unfulfilled relational needs.

Outcomes revealed by the Youth Survey generally
show improvement over time; however, there are some
limitations to these findings. For instance, a dependent
t test showed no statistically significant differences
between survey mean scores at 6 and 12 months;
therefore, findings are merely exploratory. Also, we only
tracked the youth-mentor relationship for 12 months,
and national studies that have used this tool have
followed it for 18 months. There is a possibility that
outcomes might trend differently after 12 months.

Discussion

In spite of the many implementation challenges,
participants in the mentoring program reported high
levels of satisfaction with their mentors and high levels
5

Regarding practice implications, we suggest two
considerations: (1) Practitioners should recognize the
importance of identifying and supporting mentoring
relationships for foster youths. Mentoring relationships
can be set in more formal structures such as the one at
BBBSN, but they can also be more natural and organic
connections. For example, connections can occur
between a youth and a teacher, an extended family
member, a religious/spiritual leader, and more. Mentors
are vital role model figures for foster youths; therefore,
practitioners should ensure an open and safe environment
that will recognize the importance of this relationship
and also invite mentors’ input. (2) Mentoring programs
for pregnant and parenting foster youths are still an
unexplored territory that needs further evaluation. A
salient lesson learned from this project is to prepare
mentors to work not only with youths but also find ways
to integrate the youth’s child into their relationship. A
strategy to ensure higher engagement with pregnant and/
or parenting youths might involve combining aspects
of mentoring programs with programs that focus on
helping youths to develop strong parenting skills.

Characteristics of Effective Mentors

BBBSN leadership realized that successful mentors
working with foster youths did not differ from mentors
working with other youths. Successful mentors were those
who focused on the youths and were willing to be their
friend. In the beginning of the project, there was an
underlying assumption that in order to meet the needs of
foster youths, mentors should have had a background in
child welfare, hence the attempts to recruit peer mentors.
In retrospect, we realized that this overt attention on foster
care status can be detrimental when engaging these youths.
Mentors can connect with foster youths the same way
they connect with any other youths—by attending to their
needs, learning what they like, dislike, and what inspires
them. Doing this will not only increase youth engagement
but also provide a sense of normalcy to their lives.

Sustainability

As a result of the DREAMR project, BBBSN continues
to receive strong support from the Department of Family
Services. For example, the Department of Family Services
appointed a liaison who will submit youth referrals to
BBBSN and will assist existing matches by providing
information and updates to BBBSN staff. Moreover,
this partnership has prompted legislative action at the
local level. The Clark County Board of Commissioners
has approved 3 years of funding to continue providing
mentors for children and youths with current or former
involvement in the child welfare system. BBBSN will
seek to enroll younger youths than the average age of
DREAMR participants. BBBSN is recruiting through the
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local public and private child welfare agencies to identify
youths and will use the lessons learned from the DREAMR
project to provide high-quality mentoring relationships.
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Suggested Resources

Foster Care to Success: The website provides information on various programs offered to help foster youths become
successful. Through the Academic Success Coaching program, volunteer mentor help foster youths become better
students. Information about scholarship opportunities and grants is offered. http://www.fc2success.org/
Nevada Partners: The Positive Youth Impact Program is offered through Nevada Partners. As described on this website,
the Positive Youth Impact Program comprises various programs designed to help youths make better decisions, succeed
in work and school, and increase their general well-being. http://www.nevadapartners.org/positive-youth-impact
Mentoring – The National Mentoring Partnership: The website provides information about the importance of mentoring
young people. Different mentoring roles, including supporting youths’ education, daily life, and career are discussed in the
information and resources contained on the website. Stories of youths who have benefited from mentoring are available on
this website, in addition to information about becoming a mentor or finding mentor for a child. http://www.mentoring.org/
Big Brother Big Sister of Southern Nevada: This organization provides mentoring by facilitating one-on-one matches of
youths with adults. BBBS is the largest volunteer mentor network providing support to youth ages 6–18. Many of the youths
served by BBBS face tremendous challenges, disadvantages, and adversity. Research has shown that the BBBS mentors have
positive effects on the lives of children, including increasing academic performance, interpersonal skills, and their ability to
refrain from using drugs and alcohol.
http://www.bbbsn.org/site/c.biKQJ6NOIpI6F/b.8462643/k.20D2/Big_Brothers_Big_Sisters_of_Southern_Nevada.htm
Youth.gov: This U.S. government website provides information to help interested parties to develop, expand, and maintain
youth programs. The site contains information about funding, evidence-based programs, youth-related news, and tools
that enable a search of local and federal resources. Among the various items provided on the website is information about
the benefits that youths derive from being mentored. Likewise, the website also provides information on how the mentors
themselves benefit from mentoring youths. http://youth.gov/youth-topics/mentoring/benefits-mentoring-young-people
The Chronicle of Evidence-Based Mentoring: This website includes a myriad of sources about mentoring
programs. The purpose of the website is to encourage active dialogue around evidence-based practice
in ways that improve the practice of youth mentoring. http://chronicle.umbmentoring.org/
The Youth Mentoring Action Network: This website provides information related to youth programs.
The main goal is to increase opportunities for youths. The Youth Mentoring Network provides four
programs to help youths become successful. The website also shares information on mentoring training
for anyone interested in becoming a mentor. http://www.mentoringactionnetwork.org/
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